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Abstract
Background: Anecdotally it is well known that eating disorder memoirs are popular with people with anorexia
nervosa and recovery stories are readily available online. However, no research to date has empirically explored
whether such stories are helpful for current sufferers. The aim of the current pilot study was to explore the efficacy
of recovery narratives as a means of improving motivation and self-efficacy and to qualitatively explore patient
perspectives of such stories.
Method: Fifty-seven women with anorexia nervosa and subclinical anorexia nervosa participated in this online
study. Participants were randomised to either receive recovery stories or to a wait-list control group. After
completing baseline measures, participants read five stories about recovery, and completed post-intervention
measures two weeks later.
Results: The quantitative results indicated that reading stories of recovery had no effect on motivation and self-efficacy
over a two-week period. In contrast, the qualitative results showed that the stories generated thoughts about the
possibility of recovery and the majority indicated they would recommend them to others.
Conclusions: This study adds to a growing body of research exploring the integration of voices of lived experience
into treatment approaches. Future research should focus on 1) identifying for whom and at which stage of illness
recovery stories might be helpful; 2) the mechanism via which they might operate; and 3) the most helpful way of
presenting such stories.
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Background
Traditional treatments for those with anorexia nervosa
have not been wholly effective [1] and, accordingly, new
treatment approaches need to be explored. The Recovery
Model, which emerged from consumer movements
(emphasising the personal experience of recovery, in-
volving hope, connection, and establishing a personally
fulfilling life) [2], has emerged as an alternative means to
consider treatment approaches for people with eating
disorders [3]. This model privileges the sharing of con-
sumer knowledge and experience as an important part
of recovery and can include ways for peers to be in-
volved in treatment [4]. While there are few consistent
definitions of recovery in the field of eating disorders
[5], historically, recovery has been defined using medical
model approaches including varying composites of
physical, behavioural, and, more recently, psychological
domains [5, 6]. Such definitions neglect domains that
may encompass more general well-being or quality of
life hence the move to embrace more holistic and
person-centred approaches [3]. While recovery-oriented
care has been identified by the Australian Health Minis-
ters’ Advisory Council and the NSW Mental Health
Commission as a priority in order to create modern,
open and inclusive mental healthcare services [7] few
treatment approaches have yet been developed to pro-
vide this and there is little research exploring approaches
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to treatment that include the sharing of lived experience.
However, these ‘interventions’ are happening in the con-
sumer community anyway. One such example of this is
the sharing of personal stories of recovery.
In the last two decades there has been a significant in-
crease in the number of published eating disorder mem-
oirs [8] and recovery stories are readily accessible on the
internet via eating disorder organisation websites, blogs,
online forums, social networking sites, and video chan-
nels with the authors detailing the experience of living
with and recovering from an eating disorder. Anec-
dotally it is well-known that people with eating disorders
often read recovery stories; however, there is a signifi-
cant absence of research in this area and it remains un-
known how helpful they are considered by current
sufferers. While narrative therapists have used stories to
encourage alternative voices to the voice of anorexia
nervosa [9] and have attempted to circulate liberating
stories of recovery via the ‘Archives of Resistance’, a web-
site dedicated to sharing ‘anti-anorexia’ stories [10] the
efficacy of such an approach has not been tested. A sin-
gle laboratory study has been conducted on recovery
stories which explored the effect of reading eating dis-
order memoirs on 50 undergraduate students with no
eating disorder pathology [8]. This study found that
eating disorder memoirs had no effect on the eating atti-
tudes and behaviours of participants, however, the
experience of reading recovery stories for people with an
eating disorder remains unknown and questions remain
as to their potential effects.
The aim of the current study was to explore the ef-
fect/s of reading recovery stories for women with a
current eating disorder, specifically exploring how help-
ful they are. There are inherent complexities when open-
ing up a new area of research and given the dearth of
research in this area knowing what (and how) to explore
is complex. As such, we first look to literature in the
field more broadly to determine any preliminary hypoth-
eses as to why and how recovery stories might be helpful
or unhelpful for readers. Firstly, recovery stories might
offer a means of increasing motivation and self-efficacy.
Ambivalence about recovery is consistently identified as
one of the major challenges to treatment [11, 12] and a
lack of self-efficacy is associated with poorer outcome
[13]. Patients with anorexia nervosa have been found to
perceive the illness as having low controllability and cur-
ability, and as chronic [14]. Given that perceiving recovery
as impossible has been identified as a core obstacle to
change [15, 16] people with anorexia nervosa might bene-
fit from knowing that people can and do recover [17].
A second mechanism through which such recovery stor-
ies could be helpful is the provision of information about
different pathways to recovery. Patient-centred accounts
that are strengths-focused (as opposed to deficits-focused)
and offer examples of how individuals move from illness
to wellness can impart guidance [18], potentially increas-
ing awareness and understanding about the process of re-
covery [18]. Additionally, those with lived experience are
in a unique position to offer hope, understanding, solidar-
ity, and vital information. This allows for the sharing of
‘insider knowledge’ [19] which can be more influential and
empowering than messages delivered by health profes-
sionals [20]. Delivering messages in narrative format may
also mean that messages are less likely to be rejected by
readers than other forms of motivational messages [21]. It
has been proposed that narrative forms of communication
reduce counter-arguing and facilitate observational learn-
ing [21]. Narratives have been used to enhance patient
well-being and healthcare participation for cancer patients
[22] and narrative information has positive effects on
health care participation [23]. It has been suggested that
patient narratives might be more effective forms of com-
munication than didactic formats (e.g., fact sheets, bro-
chures) because they are more engaging and provide role
models [23].
Despite these conceivable benefits, there is also the
possibility that stories of recovery might be unhelpful
due to potential iatrogenic effects [8] as anorexia ner-
vosa may be associated with social learning processes of
imitation, identification and competition; a so-called
‘peer contagion’ effect [24]. Patients have reported that
group treatment settings can be a competitive environ-
ment [25] leading to new eating disordered habits [26].
Similarly, popular pro-eating disorder online communi-
ties [27], are believed to be potentially harmful due to
the exchanging of inappropriate health messages and
that people access such sites to learn ‘how to be
anorexic’ [28]. However, one of the main attractions to
visiting pro-eating disorder websites is in fact the seek-
ing of support and belonging [27]. These sites offer sup-
port that is not available from regular face-to-face
contact [29]. Recovery stories delivered responsibly
might be able to offer a similar supportive function while
limiting the potential dangers.
The aim of this pilot study was to explore the effect of
recovery stories on a clinical sample by firstly exploring
if they have any effect on improving motivation and
self-efficacy. Recovery stories were compared to a
wait-list control group and the primary outcome variable
was change in motivation as measured by (i) intentions
to recover and (ii) stage of change. Secondly, this study
aimed to qualitatively explore the experience of reading
such stories for women with eating disorders.
Method
Quantitative design
A randomised, waitlist control trial design was used.
After completing the screening measure to assess for
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eligibility, participants were randomly allocated to either
the intervention (reading recovery stories) or waitlist con-
trol group. Randomisations were conducted using an on-
line random number generator. Consistent with a truly
random sequence of numbers, it was not specified that
there should be an equivalent number of participants in
each condition. Participants were randomised according
to the order in which they were eligible to participate, in
order to limit selection bias. Allocation was single blinded
(concealed from participants, but not researchers). The
intervention was conducted according to the protocol
approved by the University Human Research Ethics
Committee and was registered as ACTRN12613000795796.
Qualitative design
Thematic analysis was used in the current study. This
method allows for identifying, analysing and reporting
patterns (themes) within data [30]. Given the lack of
existing theory or research on the phenomenon under
investigation, an inductive approach was used in that
themes were strongly linked to the data (rather than
pre-existing theory) [31]. This form of thematic analysis
is data-driven [30] and one benefit to such an approach
is that preconceived categories or theoretical perspec-
tives are not imposed upon the data.
Participants
Participants were recruited over a nine-month period by
advertising details of the study on a number of eating
disorder websites in Australia (e.g., National Eating Dis-
order Collaboration) and the UK (e.g., B-EAT UK), blogs
(e.g., junealexander.com, dropitandeat.blogspot.com.au)
and other social media platforms. Individuals with all
forms of clinically significant anorexia nervosa-type eat-
ing disorders were recruited. Inclusion was determined
based on the responses to self-report questions pertain-
ing to the anorexia nervosa diagnosis from the Mini
International Neuro-Psychiatric Interview (MINI [32];)
as well as current self-reported BMI. Self-reported
height and weight has been found to derive accurate
BMI data [33]. Participants were required to meet the
following inclusion criteria: be aged at least 18 years,
and fulfil research criteria for anorexia nervosa pheno-
type, which were: (i) meeting criteria A and B of DSM-IV
for AN (i.e. refusal to maintain a normal body weight and
intense fear of weight gain); and (ii) BMI < 20 kg/m2.
Those with subclinical anorexia nervosa were included in
order to assess if the intervention was effective across all
clinically significant forms of anorexia nervosa.
Intervention (stories of recovery)
The recovery stories included the narratives of five Australian
women who had fully recovered from severe and enduring
anorexia nervosa. The narratives were developed following
in-depth interviews with the recovered women about the
process of developing, living with, and eventually recovering
from severe and enduring anorexia nervosa, as part of a pre-
vious study [16]. The stories focussed mainly on the recovery
process. The narratives were written in consultation with the
recovered women and averaged 5000 words. Details in the
stories that were regarded as specifically triggering, such as
reporting weights, body mass indexes, or specific means for
weight loss, were removed from the stories. In order not to
deviate too much from the women’s representation of their
experience, and to replicate the kinds of stories that might be
accessible to eating disorder sufferers, the stories were not
edited further.
The stories were chosen to be maximally divergent, in
order to represent the breadth of recovery experiences.
The women developed anorexia nervosa between the
ages of 11 and 15. Three were recovered by the time
they were in their mid-to-late twenties, one recovered in
her thirties, and one in her fifties. One of the women
had experienced childhood sexual abuse. Some found
treatment helpful, others recovered without professional
support. A variety of treatment interventions were
reported including hospitalisation, inpatient treatment,
outpatient treatment, medical treatment, psychotherapy,
and alternative treatments. The narratives were not
designed to be prototypical recovery stories; rather they
reflected the real experiences of these women. In
addition to the recovery stories, participants were pro-
vided with information about eating disorder support
services. Participants were informed that the stories were
not intended to be a substitute for professional interven-
tion and participants were encouraged to seek profes-
sional support where needed.
Measures. Screening and demographics
At baseline, participants completed measures of demo-
graphics and eating disorder history. The following question-
naires were administered at baseline and post-intervention.
Motivation
The Anorexia Nervosa Stages of Change Questionnaire
[34] was used to measure motivation via stage of change.
It is a 20-item measure that assesses readiness to recover
as measured by stage of change according to the Trans-
theoretical Model of Change [35]. Each item refers to a
specific anorexia nervosa symptom and contains five
statements representing the stages of change (e.g.
pre-contemplation, contemplation,). For each item the
individual is asked to select the statement that best de-
scribes their current attitude or behaviour (1–5). The
total readiness to change score represents the sum of all
20 items (range: 5–100), which is divided by the number
of items to obtain the stage classification score. The meas-
ure has demonstrated internal consistency, test-retest
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reliability and convergent, discriminant, and concurrent
validity [34, 36].
The Predicting Intentions to Recover from anorexia ner-
vosa questionnaire [37] was used to measure intention to
recover. Based on the theory of planned behaviour [38], this
25-item questionnaire measures attitudes, subjective norm,
perceived behavioural control, and intention, associated
with recovery on a 100-point sliding scale. Subscale scores
represented the weighted sum of all relevant items and
higher scores in each case indicated more positive con-
structs. Unlike the ANSOC-Q, this measure includes items
assessing self-efficacy (perceived behavioural control scale).
An additional measure of motivation used was the Treat-
ment Self-Regulation Questionnaire (TSRQ [39];) (adapted
for anorexia nervosa). Based on Self-Determination Theory
[40], this measure assesses how and why people engage in a
healthy behaviour or try to change an unhealthy behaviour.
The TSRQ contains 15 items and assesses different forms
of motivation: autonomous, controlled and amotivation. A
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7
(very true) is used. Each motivational type composes a sub-
scale of the measure. It has been successfully adapted to a
number of different health behaviours and is validated [41].
The measure has reasonable validity and reliability to assess
motivation and the internal consistency of each subscale
has been found to be acceptable [41].
Finally, six self-report likert scales were used to assess
motivation and self-efficacy based on questions used by
Wade and colleagues [42]. These questions assessed how
important, confident and ready participants felt about
recovering from their eating disorder and eating nor-
mally and gaining weight. Participants rated their re-
sponse on a 10-point Likert scale (from 1 = not at all to
10 = very) with higher scores indicating greater levels of
importance, confidence and readiness [42].
Eating pathology
The Eating Disorder Examination-Questionnaire (EDE-Q
[43];) is a self-report questionnaire measure of eating dis-
order psychopathology, which was adapted from the
Eating Disorders Examination [44]. It contains 36-items
across four subscales. Each item is rated on a seven-point
scale (0–6). Subscale scores range from 0 to 6; a total
score can also be computed by summing the subscale
scores and dividing by four (range = 0–6). The EDE-Q has
been validated in community samples and has demon-
strated robust psychometric properties. The EDE-Q was
adapted to measure a two-week period for the purposes of
this study.
Psychological symptoms
The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS 21
[45];), is a 21-item self-report measure. Each item is
rated on a scale from 0 (did not apply to me at all) to 3
(applied to me very much or most of the time); Subscale
scores range from 0 to 42, with higher scores indicating
more severe/frequent symptoms. The DASS has strong
psychometric properties [46]. The Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (PANAS [47];) is a 20-item self-report
questionnaire that assesses current state mood. It in-
cludes 10 items relating to positive affect (e.g., en-
thusiastic, excited) and 10 items relating to negative
affect (e.g., hostile, distressed). Each item is rated on
a five-point scale from 1 (slightly or not at all) to 5
(extremely). Higher scores indicate higher levels of
positive and negative affect respectively. The PANAS
is a valid and reliable measure of affective responses [48].
Qualitative feedback and adherence
Post-intervention, participants were asked adherence
questions to confirm whether the intervention materials
had been read. Qualitative feedback was also collected in
which participants were asked nine open-ended
questions about the experience of reading the stories.
Questions included were What was the experience of
reading the stories like for you? What interested you?
What kinds of things did it get you thinking about?
What was helpful? What was unhelpful? How relevant
were the stories for you? Would you recommend recov-
ery stories for others with eating disorders? Why or why
not? How could the stories be made more helpful for
those with eating disorders?
Procedure
The study was completed online via Qualtrics Survey
software. Participants who inquired about the study re-
ceived information about access to support services for
eating disorders at initial contact. Participants were
emailed a link to the eligibility questionnaire. Eligible
participants were individually randomised and were
blind to their allocation. Once baseline measures were
completed participants in the intervention group were
emailed the Stories of Recovery booklet and were asked
to read it over the next two weeks. Two weeks after the
completion of baseline measures, participants completed
outcome measures. Those in the waitlist control group
repeated the baseline measures two weeks after their ini-
tial completion and were then sent the Stories of Recovery.
Two weeks later they were sent the final outcome
measures.
Data analysis
Intervention outcome
A mixed between-within participants ANOVA was con-
ducted to assess the impact of the intervention (stories
of recovery) on participants motivation between groups
(experimental and control) and across two time periods
(pre and post intervention). The primary outcome of
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interest was change in motivation as measured by the
ANSOC-Q, the TPB measure, the TSRQ, and the SRL.
Secondary outcomes were change in eating disorder psy-
chopathology (EDE-Q), positive or negative affect
(PANAS), and psychological symptoms (DASS). Tests of
the 15 dependent variables were conducted using a Bon-
ferroni adjusted alpha level of .003 (.05/15) to control
for family-wise error.
Qualitative data
Thematic Analysis was used to derive themes that
characterised the experience of reading the stories of
recovery. Based on guidelines for analysing qualitative
data using Thematic Analysis [30], all open-ended re-
sponses were read carefully from beginning to end to
achieve immersion and attain a sense of the data. Re-
sponses were then re-read to derive codes. Each ques-
tion was analysed independently. Exact words from
the text that appeared to encapsulate key concepts
were highlighted and used to describe themes.
Throughout this process common themes emerged
and were grouped using an inductive approach. To en-
sure rigour an audit trail was maintained throughout
[49] and all data was cross-coded by two of the au-
thors (LD and PR) with experience in qualitative re-
search. Using participants own words in the coding
process added to the trustworthiness of the data and
led to a high level of agreement between coders in re-
gard to themes.
Results
Participants and response rate
Fifty-seven women completed measures at baseline. Of
these twenty-six were randomised to the experimental
group (45.6%) and 31 randomised to the control group
(54.4%). Eight participants (14%) did not complete the
study. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 70 years
(average age = 29, SD = 10.2). The average BMI was
16.85 (range 11.1–20; SD = 1.92). On average, participants
had had an eating disorder for 13 years (range 1–55 years;
SD = 9.88). Ninety-five percent of the sample would have
met diagnosis for anorexia nervosa according to
DSM-5 criteria. Twenty-three participants were from
Australia (40.4%), 16 from the UK (28.1%), 16 from
the USA (28.1%), and 2 from Canada (3.5%). Overall
the sample was well educated, with 82.5% having
completed education beyond high school. The major-
ity of the sample (75.4%) was receiving some form of
treatment for an eating disorder at the time of the
study.
Baseline differences between groups
The results indicated that the two conditions did not dif-
fer significantly at baseline in terms of age or length of
illness (p > .05). There was a difference between the
groups in terms of BMI (p < .05) where individuals in the
experimental group had lower average BMI (M = 16.23,
SD = 1.9) compared to the control group (M = 17.38,
SD = 1.8). There were no differences between groups
on other variables (p > .05).
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the mean scores for all of the vari-
ables. For positive affect (M = 22.5) participants were
within 1 SD of norms (M = 29.7, SD = 7.9). For nega-
tive affect (mean = 26.0) participants were more than
1 SD away from the mean (M = 14.8, SD = 5.4) [47].
The mean scores for each of the DASS subscales
(depression, anxiety, and stress) fell into the ex-
tremely severe range [45]. The mean score for eating
disorder psychopathology (M = 4.17, SD = 1.23) placed
participants well above community norms (M =
1.554, SD = 1.213) [50]. The mean score for the
ANSOC-Q placed participants in the preparation
stage of change [34].
Table 1 Mean scores for positive and negative affect,
depression, anxiety, stress, eating disorder psychopathology,
stage of change, TPB, TSRQ, SRL for the baseline sample (N = 57)
Variable Mean SD Range
Positive affect (PANAS) 22.5 6.7 11–40
Negative affect (PANAS) 26.0 9.78 12–48
Depression (DASS) 18.32 6.04 7–28
Anxiety (DASS) 15.44 5.01 7–26
Stress (DASS) 19.04 4.57 9–28
ED psychopathology EDE-Q 4.17 1.23 .82–6
Stage of change (ANSOC-Q) 2.64 .77 1.25–4.35
Intention (TPB) 60.64 18.1 12.5–98.25
Attitude (TPB) 70.3 15.7 31–98.86
Subjective Norm (TPB) 56.3 27.0 0–88.33
PBC (TPB) 42.05 16.67 4.36–70.91
Autonomous motivation (TSRQ) 4.75 1.42 1.67–7
Controlled motivation (TSRQ) 4.51 1.39 1.67–6.83
Amotivation (TSRQ) 2.78 1.09 1–5.67
Self-reported motivation 5.7 2.19 1.17–9.67
Note: PANAS higher scores indicate higher levels of positive and negative
affect, range 10–50, positive affect M = 29.7, SD = 7.9, negative affect
M = 14.8, SD = 5.4; DASS higher scores indicate more distress, range for
each subscale = 0–21; EDE-Q higher scores indicate higher levels of eating
disorder psychopathology, range = 1–6; ANSOC-Q higher scores indicate
higher levels of motivation, range = 1–5; TPB range for each composite =
1–100, higher scores indicate more positive intentions/beliefs and greater
perceptions of normative pressure and control; TSRQ range for each
subscale = 1–7, higher scores indicate higher levels of motivation type;
self-reported motivation range = 1–10, higher scores indicate higher levels
of motivation
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Test of representativeness
Drop-out attrition
The results indicated that participants who completed
the intervention were not significantly different to those
who dropped out on any measures (all p > .05).
Intervention outcome
Primary outcome: Motivation
There were no significant differences between groups
over time on any of the primary outcome variables (see
Table 2). Specifically, there was no significant interaction
between group and time for stage of change [ANSOC-Q;
M= F (1, 47) = 2.83, p > .003; attitude F (1, 47) = .0.45,
p > .003; subjective norm F (1, 47) = 2.54, p > .003; per-
ceived behavioural control F (1, 47) = .083, p > .003; or
intention F (1, 47) = .66, p > .003. There was no signifi-
cant difference between group and time for TSRQ au-
tonomous motivation F (1, 47) = .179, p > .003;
controlled motivation F (1, 47) = .087, p > .003; or amoti-
vation F (1, 47) = 1.51, p > .003 or for self-reported mo-
tivation F (1, 47) = .3.085, p > .003.
Secondary outcomes
There were no significant differences between group
and time for positive F (1, 47) = .158, p > .003 and
negative affect F (1. 47) = .899, p > .003 or eating
disorder psychopathology F (1, 47) = 1.7, p > .003. On
the DASS subscales there were no interaction effects
for depression F (1, 47) =3.23, p < .003 or anxiety F
(1, 47) = .78, p < .003; or stress F (1, 47) = 4.04,
p > .003.
Qualitative results
Overview of findings
Thirty-eight participants responded to nine open-ended
questions. Common themes identified across questions and
participants were that the stories generated feelings of hope,
inspiration, and of being understood. The ‘possibility of re-
covery’ was a recurring theme across questions and partici-
pants. The two most widely endorsed themes across all the
qualitative data were in response to the questions “What
kinds of things did the stories get you thinking about?” and
“What was helpful about the stories?” The majority of the
sample reported that the sense that recovery was possible
was most helpful, however, approximately one quarter of
participants also reported that the stories could be trigger-
ing and result in the reader making unhelpful comparisons
between themselves and the individuals in the narratives.
Such comparisons included thinking “I’m not sick enough”,
or “not being good enough” at anorexia nervosa.
What was the experience of reading the stories like for you?
A variety of themes were identified with some partici-
pants reporting that the experience was both simultan-
eously positive and negative: “sometimes upsetting;
sometimes inspiring”. Positive experiences included
hope, inspiration, and feeling understood and less iso-
lated. Negative responses included finding the stories
triggering, unhelpfully comparing oneself to the individ-
uals in the stories, and being disheartened or saddened
by the aspects of the stories when the author was in the
grips of the eating disorder.
What interested you?
Participants were interested in the inspirational nature
of the stories, the possibility of recovery after such a
long duration with anorexia nervosa, and strategies used
for recovery: “What interested me were the different
specific strategies that supported the women to recover,
e.g. finding the right team and trusting that team instead
of the eating disorder”. Some participants reported that
the variation across stories demonstrated that there was
not a “one size fits all approach to recovery” others
noted the similarities between themselves and the
authors.
What kinds of things did it get you thinking about?
There was less variation in responses to this question
with the majority of participants reporting that the stor-
ies generated thoughts about the possibility of recovery,
what it takes to recover, things they would like to
change, and life after an eating disorder (Table 3).
How relevant were the stories for you?
Most participants found relevance in the stories with 13
stating that the stories were very relevant and 18 stating
somewhat relevant. Seven participants considered them
not relevant.
Would you recommend recovery stories for others with
eating disorders? Why or why not?
The majority of participants reported they would recom-
mend recovery stories for others with eating disorders:
“Yes. Reading stories of recovery can provide hope that
you are not alone and that you have the ability to recover
as well”. Some participants reported that their
Table 2 Mean scores for main variables at baseline and follow
up (N = 57)
Variable Baseline Follow-up
Stage of change (ANSOC-Q) 2.64 (.77) 2.76 (1.0)
Intention to recover (TPB total score) 56.03 (14.5) 57.84 (17.1)
Autonomous motivation (TSRQ) 4.75 (1.42) 4.7 (1.6)
Controlled motivation (TSRQ) 4.51(1.39) 4.26 (1.65)
Amotivation (TSRQ) 2.78 (1.09) 2.69 (1.3)
Self-reported motivation 5.7 (2.19) 5.58 (2.6)
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recommendation would be dependent on the individual
or on the stage of recovery of an individual. Only three
participants reported that they would not recommend re-
covery stories.
What was helpful and/or unhelpful?
Again, there was a strong endorsement by more than
half of the participants that the sense that recovery was
possible was helpful. Some participants reported that the
stories made them feel understood and less alone. In
terms of what was unhelpful, the most strongly endorsed
responses were that the stories could be triggering.
How could the stories be made more helpful for those with
eating disorders?
Some participants reported that having more stories or
an increase in story variation would be helpful, including
stories of individuals with a later onset eating disorder,
shorter duration of illness, and the stories of men.
Discussion
The current study provided the first exploration of the
effect of recovery stories on a clinical sample. The quan-
titative results indicated that reading stories of recovery
had no effect on improving motivation and self-efficacy
over a two-week period. Additionally, there were no sig-
nificant differences between groups post intervention on
any of the secondary outcome measures. In contrast the
qualitative results showed that the stories generated
thoughts about the possibility of recovery and the majority
of participants would recommend recovery stories to others.
Although the current study found recovery stories exhib-
ited no quantitative effect on motivation or self-efficacy,
these null results should be interpreted with caution. There
are some important design features of the current pilot
study that might explain these findings. First, the interven-
tion dose was small. Five stories were chosen as it was
thought this was an achievable number to ask individuals
to read over a two-week period, however a more intense
intervention may be needed. The stories might have had
more effect if they included guided activities/reflections or
were integrated into a therapy program. Equally, it is pos-
sible that the specific stories used in the current study were
ineffective. Further, it is also possible that participants
experienced changes in constructs not directly measured in
this study, or that changes surfaced after the two-week
follow-up. Additionally, the characteristics of the sample
need to be considered when interpreting the results. For ex-
ample, how participants were recruited might have resulted
in a self-selecting sample. These individuals might already
have been familiar with recovery stories, which could have
resulted in a saturation effect, and this should be controlled
for in future research. Participants also scored high on mea-
sures assessing eating disorder and psychological symptoms
and might have been too unwell to benefit from the stories.
Another reason why the quantitative results should be
cautiously interpreted is the discrepancies between the
quantitative and qualitative data, with qualitative data
mainly supporting benefits but quantitative data not show-
ing any improvements. Potentially future research could ex-
plore variables in addition to motivation and self-efficacy.
Participants reported that the stories resulted in increasing
feelings of hope and reducing feelings of isolation; exploring
the effect these variables in future research would therefore
be useful. The qualitative results might also be indicative of
broader changes that the current design did not capture
and are not easily measureable with current research meth-
odologies. For example, the reading of recovery stories
might be akin to planting a small seed that leads to changes
that emerge slowly over time, thus follow-up measures
might be useful in future studies.
In addition to finding the stories helpful in terms on
increasing solidarity a minority of participants also re-
ported that they could be unhelpful. Despite efforts to
remove any obviously triggering material from the stor-
ies, some participants reported being triggered by the
narratives. While there is individual variation in what
will be considered triggering, a challenge for developing
recovery stories will be balancing the need to present
stories responsibly with the need to present an authentic
account that does not necessarily skirt around the chal-
lenges of illness and recovery. Stories need to be
Table 3 Example responses to “What kinds of things did it get
you thinking about?”
It made me think about where I am in my recovery and the aspects
I need to challenge.
How I could move forward even though I feel hopeless at the moment.
It got me thinking about the devastating effects of this disease and
how enduring or long lasting it can be. It got me thinking that I didn’t
want to be 50 years old, or even 30 years old with children and still be
battling an eating disorder every day.
That recovery is possible.
Recovery is possible and the ways in which each manages it.
The things that do and don’t help people (and how widely that
can vary). The importance of positivity and determination
Why I am choosing recovery what life is like without an eating disorder,
that I want to live rather than exist, that thoughts are only thoughts and
that fat is not a feeling. It reminded me of the tools I need to use to
recover and not to be so self-critical when I have a bad day or make a
mistake. It reminded me of my health and the damages that come from
having an eating disorder. It made me want to start planning and
thinking about my treatment and action plan to get back on track.
That I need to stop saying I’ll do it tomorrow and not let it go any
further because a full recovery is possible and worth it.
Why I want to get better and my recovery journey in general.
What it takes to recover.
That everyone has hard times but with the right help and support,
anyone can overcome and beat this disease.
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relatable to be effective [51], so it is likely that recovery
stories need to include some description of thoughts and
feelings associated with an eating disorder so that
readers can identify with the struggle. The stories used
in the current study reflect the true accounts of five
women’s recovery, however, stories that are developed
with the specific intention of being a therapeutic tool,
for example by having less detail of illness and even
more of a recovery focus, might be more helpful in the
future.
The qualitative data suggested that recovery stories might
help to increase hope and solidarity, which is line with ap-
proaches which aim to integrate the voices of lived experi-
ence into treatment, thus the findings of this study add to a
growing body of research supporting recovery-oriented
approaches to mental health. Historically, treatment ap-
proaches in the eating disorders have focused more on
symptom reduction with less importance placed on solidar-
ity, feeling understood, hopefulness, and the reduction of
isolation [3], however, such factors have been continually
highlighted as important by those with lived experience of
eating disorders [16]. Over the last few decades there has
been a move to recovery-oriented care with reforms in men-
tal health reflecting this. The growing recognition and inter-
est in integrating lived experience into treatment has
resulted in the uptake of peer roles in consumer advocacy,
consumer operated services, and traditional statutory mental
health services [52, 53] It has been argued that employing
peers with lived experience improves mental health care and
service provision [53]. Peer work has been identified as
having multiple benefits including the opportunity to con-
nect with a person with lived experience of mental illness
and stigma, the sharing of a common language, and facilitat-
ing recovery [52]. Additionally, peer work has been associ-
ated with the normalising and acceptance of emotional
responses associated with mental ill-health [52]. Challenges
remain however around training, supervision, and manage-
ment and many questions about peer work remains [52].
While approaches to treatment which include lived
experience have grown in recent years in mental health
approaches more broadly, for example the introduction
of Peer Supported work in Open Dialogue [54], such
approaches have yet to be fully developed in the field of
eating disorders. Some approaches currently available in
the field include Multi-Family Therapy for young people
with an eating disorder and their family [55, 56]; a treatment
in which the sharing of support and solidarity amongst
families is explicitly prioritised and parent-to-parent consul-
tations in Family-Based Treatment where parents who have
‘graduated’ from therapy consult with parents earlier in the
process. Peer-mentoring is also the subject of emerging re-
search in the field, where a person who has experienced re-
covery mentors a person with a current eating disorder.
Early research in this area suggests, in line with the findings
from the current study, that peer-mentoring can increase
hope for current sufferers [57, 58]. A recent study has exam-
ined the effect of therapists working in the field of eating dis-
orders with lived experience of an eating disorder themselves
and found that using experiential knowledge can have advan-
tages such as providing insights into the recovery process
and enhancing hope for recovery but that this knowledge
must be shared thoughtfully and without specific details
about symptomatology [59]. The current study adds to the
emerging research in the field of eating disorders regarding
recovery-oriented approaches and lived-experience integra-
tion however, much more research is needed. Determining
ways to effectively integrate these approaches into current
treatments and broadening treatment targets to include this
is needed. The results of this study suggest that the voices
of those who have recovered can provide support and un-
derstanding and reduce isolation, however, a small minority
also reported finding the experience triggering therefore,
further research is needed is consider how to best develop
and integrate these voices into treatment.
While the current pilot study has contributed to further-
ing knowledge about the use of recovery stories, there are
some limitations. Participants were recruited over the inter-
net and clinical information was self-reported. The
two-week time period used in the current study is a very
short time frame in which to assess change in symptoms or
clinical features. The recovery stories may have had a
longer-term effect medicated by an increase in hope. An
additional limitation is the lack of an apriori power analysis.
Given this is a novel study, clinical effect size could not be
determined and, therefore, a power analysis could not be
completed. Lastly, given the design, a blinded outcome was
not possible. We went to the literature to consider why and
how recovery stories might be helpful, however, asking con-
sumers is an important first step, and qualitative research
methods might best achieve this aim. Narrative methods
might be an appropriate means to explore how recovery
stories might effect change and their relationship to the
reader. Later research could focus on 1) identifying for
whom and at which stage of illness recovery stories might
be helpful; 2) the mechanism via which they might operate;
and 3) the most helpful way of presenting such stories.
There are also likely to be age, cultural, and gender differ-
ences in outcomes, which the current study did not ex-
plore, which needs to be a focus of future research.
Conclusion
The findings from the current study suggest that the
experience of reading recovery stories is complex. Much
remains unknown about how such stories might function
for the reader. Given the likelihood that those with eating
disorders will be exposed to such stories it is important to
more clearly understand the impact of recovery stories. As
research and treatment approaches expand to include and
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prioritise increasing hope, reducing isolation and increas-
ing feelings of solidarity, this study adds to the body of
growing research into how to integrate the voices of lived
experiences into treatment. This study raises many ques-
tions that are needed for future research and may provide
an important starting off point as lessons learnt for
researching this complex and novel area.
Acknowledgements
The authors are grateful to the participants of the current study, the women
who shared their stores used in this study and to the individuals and
organisations that assisted with recruitment for this study including BEAT-UK.
Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
Authors’ contributions
LD conceived of the study, and participated in the study design, data
analysis, and writing the manuscript. BM participated in the design of the
study, data analysis, and manuscript writing. PR participated in data analysis
and ST participated in the design. All authors read, approved, and
contributed to the final manuscript.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
This project was approved by the University of Sydney Human Research
Ethics Committee. All participants provided informed consent.
Competing interests
The authors declare they have no competing interests.
Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.
Author details
1Eating Disorder Service, The Sydney Children’s Hospital Network, Westmead
Campus, Sydney, Australia. 2Centre for Family Based Mental Health Care, St
Vincent’s Private Hospital, Sydney, Australia. 3School of Psychology and
Speech Pathology, Curtin University, Perth, WA, Australia. 4School of
Psychology, The University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia.
Received: 30 January 2018 Accepted: 4 July 2018
References
1. Bulik C. The challenges of treating anorexia nervosa. Lancet. 2014;3:105–6.
2. Anthony WA. Recovery from mental illness: the guiding vision of the
mental health service system in the 1990s. Psychosocial Rehabilitation J.
1993;24:159–68.
3. Dawson L, Rhodes P, Touyz S. The recovery model and anorexia nervosa.
Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2014;48:1009–16.
4. Davidson L, Tondora J, Staeheli Lawless M, O’Connell MJ, Rowe M. A
practical guide to recovery-oriented practice. New York: Oxford University
Press; 2009.
5. Dawson L, Rhodes P, Touyz S. Defining recovery from anorexia nervosa: a
Delphi study to determine expert practitioners’ views. Advances Eat Disord
Theory, Res Prac. 2015;3:165–76.
6. Khalsa SS, Portnoff LC, McCurdy-McKinnon D, Feusner JD. What happens
after treatment? A systematic review of relapse, remission, and recovery in
anorexia nervosa. J Eating Disorders. 2017;5:20.
7. Council AHMA. A national framework for recovery-oriented mental health
services: Policy and theory. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia; 2913.
8. Thomas JJ, Judge AM, Brownell KD, Vartanian LR. Evaluating the effects of
eating disorder memoirs on readers’ eating attitudes and behaviours. Int J
Eat Disord. 2006;39:418–25.
9. Lock A, Epston D, Maisel R. Countering that which is called anorexia. Narrat
Inq. 2004;14:275–301.
10. Epston D. Narrative therapy and community work: a conference collection.
Adelaide: Dulwich Centre Publications; 1999.
11. Touyz S, Thornton C, Rieger E, George L, Beumont P. The incorporation of a
stage of change model in the day hospital treatment of patients with
anorexia nervosa. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 2003;12:65–71.
12. Vitousek K, Watson S, Wilson GT. Enhancing motivation for change in
treatment resistant eating disorders. Clin Psychol Rev. 1998;18:391–420.
13. Wade TD, Treasure J, Schmidt U. A case series evaluation of the Maudsley
model for treatment of adults with anorexia nervosa. Eur Eat Disord Rev.
2011;19:382–9.
14. Holliday J, Wall B, Treasure J, Weinman J. Perceptions of illness in individuals
with anorexia nervosa: a comparison with lay men and women. Int J Eat
Disord. 2005;37:50–6.
15. Nordbo RHS, Espeset EMS, Gulliksen KS, Skarderud F, Geller J, Holte A.
Reluctance to recover in anorexia nervosa. Eur Eat Disord Rev. 2012;20:60–7.
16. Dawson L, Rhodes P, Touyz S. “Doing the impossible”: the process of
recovery from chronic anorexia nervosa. Qual Health Res. 2014;24:494–505.
17. Darcy AM, Katz S, Fitzpatrick KK, Forsberg S, Utzinger L, Lock J. All better?
How former anorexia nervosa patients define recovery and engaged in
treatment. Eur Eat Disord Rev. 2010;18:260–70.
18. Wisdom JP, Bruce K, Saedi GA, Weis T, Green CA. ’Stealing me from myself’:
identity and recovery in personal accounts of mental illness. Aust N Z J
Psychiatry. 2008;42:489–95.
19. White M, Epston D. Narrative means to therapeutic ends. New York: W. W.
Norton; 1990.
20. Lock A, Epston D, Maisel R, de Faria N. Resisting anorexia/bulima:
Foucauldian perspective in narrative therapy. British Journal of Guidance &
Counselling. 2005;33:315–32.
21. Hinyard LJ, Kreuter MW. Using narrative communication as a tool for
behavior change: a conceptual, theoretical, and empirical overview. Health
Educ Behav. 2007;34:777–92.
22. Kreuter MW, et al. Narrative communication in cancer prevention and
control: a framework to guide research and application. Annals Behav Med.
2007;33:221–35.
23. Wise M, Yeob Han J, Shaw B, McTavish F, Gustafson DH. Effects of using
online narrative and didactic information on healthcare participation for
breast cancer patients. Patient Educ Counselling. 2008;70:348–56.
24. Vandereycken W. Can eating disorders become ’contagious’ in group
therapy and specialized inpatient care? Eur Eat Disord Rev. 2011;19:
289–95.
25. Tierney S. The individual within a condition: a qualitative study of young
people’s reflections on being treated for anorexia nervosa. Am Psychiat
Nurses Assoc. 2008;13:368–75.
26. Espindola CR, Blay SB. Anorexia nervosa treatment from the patient
perspective: a metasynthesis of qualitative studies. Ann Clin Psychiatry.
2009;21:38–48.
27. Sharpe H, Musiat P, Knapton O, Schmidt U. Pro-eating disorder websites:
facts, fictions, and fixes. J Public Mental Health. 2011;10:34–44.
28. Rawi M. Daily Mail. 'I was an online role model for pro-anorexic teens' says
recovering student who posted pictures of her emaciated body on Bebo to
inspire others to starve. 2014. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-
1265944/I-online-role-model-pro-anorexic-teens-says-recovering-student-
posted-pictures-emaciated-body-Bebo-inspire-starve.html. Accessed 11 July
2018.
29. Ransom DC, La Guardia JG, Woody EZ, Boyd JL. Interpersonal interactions on
online forums addressing eating concerns. Int J Eat Disord. 2010;43:161–70.
30. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol.
2006;3:77–101.
31. Patton MQ. Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.).
Newbury Park, CA: Sage; 1990.
32. Sheehan DV, Lecrubier Y, Harnett Sheehan K, Amorim P, Janavs J, Weiller E,
Hergueta T, Baker R, Dunbar GC. The Mini-international neuropsychiatric
interview (M.I.N.I.): the development and validation of a structured
diagnostic psychiatric interview for DSM-IV and ICD-10. J Clin Psychiatry.
1998;59:22–33.
33. Kreatsouls C, Hassan A, Subramanian SV, Fleegler EW. Accuracy of self-
reported height and weight to determine body mass index among youth.
J Child Adol Behav. 2014;2:126–9.
34. Rieger E, Touyz S, Schotte D, Beumont P, Russell J, Clarke S, Kohn M,
Griffiths R. Development of an instrument to assess readiness to recover in
anorexia nervosa. Int J Eat Disord. 2000;28:387–96.
Dawson et al. Journal of Eating Disorders  (2018) 6:21 Page 9 of 10
35. Prochaska JO, DiClemente CC, Norcross JC. In search of how people
change: applications to addictive behaviors. Am Psychol. 1992;47:1102–14.
36. Rieger E, Touyz S, Beumont P. The anorexia nervosa stages of change
questionnaire (ANSOC-Q): information regarding its psychometric
properties. Int J Eat Disord. 2002;32:24–38.
37. Dawson L, Mullan B, Sainsbury K. Using the theory of planned
behaviour to measure motivation to recover in anorexia nervosa.
Appetite. 2015;84:309–15.
38. Ajzen I. The theory of planned behaviour. Org Behav Human Dec Proc.
1991;50:179–211.
39. Ryan RM, Connell JP. Perceived locus of causality and internalization: examining
reasons for acting in two domains. J Pers Soc Psychol. 1989;57:749–61.
40. Deci EL, Ryan RM. Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human
behavior. New York: Plenum Press; 1985.
41. Levesque CS, Williams GC, Elliot D, Pickering MA, Bodenhamer B, Finley PJ.
Validating the theoretical structure of the treatment self-regulation
questionnaire (TSRQ) across three different health behaviours. Health Educ
Res. 2006;22:691–702.
42. Wade TD, Frayne A, Edwards S, Robertson T, Gilchrist P. Motivational change
in an inpatient anorexia nervosa population and implications for treatment.
Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2009;43:235–43.
43. Beglin SJ, Fairburn CG. Evaluation of a new instrument for the detection of
eating disorders in community samples. Psychiatry Res. 1992;44:191–201.
44. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z. The eating disorder examination. In: Fairburn CG,
Wilson GT, editors. Binge eating: Nature, assessment, and treatment. 12th
ed. New York: Guildford Press; 1993. p. 317–60.
45. Lovibond SH, Lovibond PF. Manual for the Depression Anxiety, Stress Scales.
2 edn. Sydney: Psychology Foundation; 1995.
46. Brown TA, Chorpita BF, Korotitsch W, Barlow DH. Psychometric properties of
the depression anxiety stress scales (DASS) in clinical samples. Behaviour
Research Therapy. 1997;35:79–89.
47. Watson D, Clark LA, Tellegen A. Development and validation of brief
measure of postive and negative affect: the PANAS scale. J Pers Soc
Psychol. 1988;54:1063–70.
48. Crawford JR, Henry JD. The positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS):
construct validity, measurement properties and normative data in a large
non-clinical sample. Br J Clin Psychol. 2004;43:245–65.
49. Lincoln YS, Guba EG. Natualistic inquiry. Beverly Hills: Sage; 1985.
50. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z. The eating disorder examination. In: Fairburn CG,
WG T, editors. Binge eating: nature, assessment, and treatment Volume 12.
New York: Guildford Press; 1993. p. 317–60.
51. Rhodes P, Madden S, Brown J. Parent to parent consultation in the
Maudsley model of family-based treatment of anorexia nervosa: a
qualitative study. J Marital Fam Ther. 2009;35:181–92.
52. Repper J, Carter T. A review of the literature on peer support in mental
health services. J Ment Health. 2011;20:392–411.
53. Dark F, Patton M, Newton R. A substantial peer workforce in a psychiatric
service will improve patient outcomes: the case for. Australas Psychiatry.
2017;25:441–4.
54. Hetherington J. Peer-supported open dialogue. Therapy Today. 2015;26:26–9.
55. Eisler I, Simic M, Hodsoll J, Asen E, Berelowitz M, Connan F, Ellis G, Hugo P,
Schmidt U, Treasure J, et al. A pragmatic randomsied multi-Centre trial of
multifamily and single family therapy for adolescent anorexia nervosa. BMC
Psychiatry. 2016;16:422.
56. Wallis A, Baudinet J, Dawson L, Tay E, Greenwood D, McMaster C, Miskovic
J. Multiple family therapy for anorexia nervosa at the eating disorder Service
at the Children’s Hospital at Westmead. J Eat Disor. 2015;3(Suppl 1):011.
57. Ramjan L, Hay P, Fogarty S. Benefits of a mentoring support program for
individuals with an eating disorder: a proof of concept pilot program. BMC
Res Notes. 2017;10:709.
58. Ramjan L, Fogarty S, Nicholls D, Hay P. Instilling hope for a brighter future: a
mixed-method mentoring support programme for individuals with and
recovered from anorexia nervosa. J Clin Nurs. 2018;27:709–14.
59. De Vos JA, Netten C, Noordenbos G. Recovered eating disorder therapists
using their experiential knowledge in therapy: a qualitative examination of
the therapists’ and the patients’ view. Eat Disord. 2016;24:207–23.
Dawson et al. Journal of Eating Disorders  (2018) 6:21 Page 10 of 10
